Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology 
Vol. 60, No. 3, 1960 


CRITIQUE AND NOTES 


FRUSTRATION, AGGRESSION, AND MURDER! 
STUART PALMER 


University of New Hampshire 


N THE study reported here, 51 male murderers 
[ and their 51 ncearest-age brothers were investi- 
gated with respect to frustration in infancy, child- 
hood, and adolescence as an influencing variable 
(cf. Dollard, Doob, Miller, Mowrer, Sears, Ford, 
Hovland, & Sollenberger, 1939). Frustration was 
defined as lack of satisfaction of an innate or 
learned need. A murderer was defined as a person 
who has been legally convicted of first or of second 
degree murder or of first degree (non-negligent) 
manslaughter. The central hypothesis was: There 
is a significant positive relationship between the 
amount of frustration experienced by persons in 
infancy, childhood, and adolescence, on the one 
hand, and whether or not they later commit mur- 
der, on the other hand. Aggression release during 
the preadult years was considered a major control 
variable. 


Metuop 


The records of all males serving prison sentences 
for murder or first degree manslaughter in Massa- 
chusetts, New Hampshire, Maine, and Rhode 
Island during the fall of 1957 were investigated. 
In order to be used as cases in this study, it was 
necessary that, as well as having brothers, the mur- 
derers have mothers who were available for inter- 
viewing. Of 254 imprisoned men, 76 met the follow- 
ing Criteria: 1. under 51 years of age; 2. court 
records indicated that the subject was belicved to 
have physically committed the murder; 3. at 
least one brother who had attained the age the 
murderer was when he committed murder; 4. 
mother living; 5. mother able to answer questions 
in English; and 6. mother residing within 150 
miles of Durham, New Hampshire. Twenty-five of 
the 76 mothers were not available for interviewing, 
leaving 51 Ss in the murdercr group. Where a 
murderer had more than one brother who fitted 
Critcrion 3 above, the brother nearest the murderer 
in age was chosen, to yield a control group of the 
same size. None of these control brothers was 
known to have committed murder. Use of the 
brothers as control Ss made it possible to hold rela- 
tively constant such factors as age, sex, social 
class of parents, religion, and the like. 


! Supported in part by four grants from the Central 
University Research Fund of the University of New 
Hampshire. 


Some data, such as intelligence quotients, were 
obtained from the prison records of the murderers. 
Most were obtained through interviewing the 
mothers with the use of a questionnaire composed 
of 143 items, a majority of which were close-ended. 
Each mother completed the questionnaire twice, 
once for the murderer son, once for the non- 
murderer. The order of questioning about sons was 
reversed with alternate mothers. 

Indices of Physical Frustration, Psychological 
Frustration, General Frustration, Socially Ac- 
ceptable Aggression Release, Socially Unacceptable 
Aggression Release, and General Aggression Re- 
lease were developed. In the Index of Physical 
Frustration, the S was allotted one point for the 
following: 


. A difficult birth 
. Serious effects of forceps at birth 
. Each serious operation 
. Each serious illness 
. Each serious accident 
. Each serious beating by someone other than a 
parent or step-parent 
7. One or more serious beatings by the mother; and 
8. One or more serious beatings by the father or 
step-father; with respect to this index as well as to 
those below, words such as difficult and serious were 
operationally defined 


Am WH 


In the Index of Psychological Frustration, one 
point was allotted the S for the following: 


1. Each serious, physical defect that could give rise 
to social disapproval 

2. Very rigid time schedule adhered to by the 
mothers in caring for the child during his first two 
years 

3. Bottle-feeding during some portion of the first 
two months of life 

4. Fixed schedule followed by mother in feeding the 
child during the first two months 

5. Final weaning started before age 12 months 

6. Toilet-training begun before age 12 months 

7. Sexual self-play stopped by mother before age 12 
months 

8. Mother responded to child very often by crying 
during first five years of his life 

9. Mother responded to child very often by isolating 
herself during first five years of his life 

10. Each trauma due to natural events or other indi- 
viduals, excluding beatings 

11. Great difficulty learning to read or never learned 
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12, Persistent bed wetting 
13. Persistent stuttering; and 
14, Spent a majority of time playing alone at age five 


An 5’s score on the Index of General Frustration 
was found by adding together his scores on the 
Index of Physical Frustration and the Index of 
Psychological Frustration. 

In the Index of Socially Acceptable Aggression 
Release, one point was allotted the S for the fol- 
lowing: 


1. Verbal loudness at age five classified as loud or 
average 

2. Anger short of temper tantrums at age five once 
a week or more 

3. Reasonable verbal release at age five which oc- 
curred half or more of the times when angry 

4, Physical fighting at age five once a week or more 

5. “Talking back” to the mother at age five occa- 
sionally or more 

6. Dirtying clothes at age five, half or more of the 
times when “‘dressed up” 

7. Participation in athletics at age 17 occasionally 
or more 

8. Hunting at age 17 occasionally or more; and 

9, Mildly antagonizing others by verbal means at 
age 17 occasionally or more 


In the Index of Socially Unacceptable Aggres- 
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sion Release, one point was allotted the 5S for the 
following: 


1. Lying to the mother at age five occasionally or 
more 

2. Stealing ai. age five occasionally or more 

3. Swearing at age five occasionally or more 

4, Temper tantrums once or more during childhood 

5. Deliberately and seriously hurting animals once 
or more during childhood or adolescence 

6. Tist-fighting once or more at age 17 

7. Violent aggression other than fist-fighting when 
intoxicated, before age 20 


Whether a behavioral form indicated socially ac- 
ceptable or unacceptable aggression relcase was 
determined arbitrarily by the investigator. An S’s 
score on the Index of General Aggression Release 
was found by summing his scores on the Index of 
Socially Acceptable Aggression Release and the 
Index of Socially Unacceptable Aggression Release. 


RESULTS 


As Table 1 shows, significantly more murderers 
than control brothers scored high on the Indices of 
Physical, Psychological, and General Frustration. 
Further, when General Frustration scores within 
pairs of murderers and brothers were compared, it 
was found that in 42 pairs (82%) the murderer had 


TABLE 1 















































Physical Psychological General Acceptable Unacceptable General 
Frustration Vrustration Frustration Aggression ; Aggression Aggression 
Scare (No. of) (No. of) (No. of) (No. of) No. of) (No. of) 
M B M B M B M B M B M B 
0 4, 13 2 4 0 2 5 2 22 35 5 1 
1 5 13 2 li 1 4 10 5 12 112 6 3 
2 8 12 6 13 3 10 9 12 6 3 7 15 
3 5 7 10 i 2 7 16 ii 8 i 7 7 
4 3 5 7 4 4 5 7 4 2 i 9 5 
5 6 0 5 5 7 8 3 4 1 7 4 
6 3 1 6 2 2 6 1 8 2 10 
7 7 6 1 2 3 5 4 2 
8 6 | 2 5 3 2 3 
9 3 } 1 5 2 2 0 
10 Oo | 4 1 1 1 
ii 1 i 1 
12-21 ' 18 
X 4.5 | 1.7 4.7 2.5 9.2 4.2 2.4 3.5 12 0.4 3.7 4.0 
Chi- 33.10 22.10 30.36 13.13 12.30 13.76 
square 
ae <.01 <.01 <.01 <.05 <.01 <.05 
Scores 5-11 0-1; 7-10 0-2; 3-4; 5-6; 0-1; 5-7 3-5 0-1; 7-10 
com- 7-8; 9-10; 
bined 11-21 
for chi- 
square 























Nole.—M designates murders; B designates control brothers. In each column, V = 51. 
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a higher score than his brother. In five pairs the 
scores were equal, and in four, the brother’s score 
was higher. 

The data in Table 1 also show that a signifi- 
cantly greater number of control brothers than of 
murderers had high scores on the Index of Ac- 
ceptable Aggression Release. Conversely, a signifi- 
cantly greater number of murderers than of 
brothers had high scores on the Index of Unac- 
ceptable Aggression Release. On the Index of Gen- 
eral Aggression Release, scores were approximately 
the same for the murderers as for the brothers (in 
spite of the fact that the Chi square value was sig- 
nificant at the .05 level). 

Although detailed data are not included here, 
the relationship between general frustration and 
murder was investigated while holding gencral ag- 
gression release approximately constant. This was 
done by dichotomizing the total group of 102 sub- 
jects into two equal sub-groups; one composed of 
51 murderers and brothers who used general ag- 
gression releases extensively (score of 4 or more on 
the Index of General Aggression Release), and the 
other composed of 51 murderers and brothers who 
used general aggression releases infrequently (score 
of three or less). Frustration was positively asso- 
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ciated with murder whether aggression releases 
were used extensively or infrequently. However, 
the association was statistically significant only 
when aggression releases were employed extensively. 


DISCUSSION 


Clearly, there are three especially major draw- 
backs in this study. First, the mothers may not 
have reported the facts correctly. Second, the group 
of murderers is probably not representative of any 
larger murderer population. Third, the indices of 
frustration and aggression release are crude; they 
do not take into account the fact that one incident 
of frustration or aggression release may not equal 
the weight of another such incident. However, as 
an exploratory study where more satisfactory data 
are difficult to obtain, it indicates the possibility of 
a functional relationship between preadult frus- 
tration and later presence or absence of murder. 
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SOME PHYSIOLOGICAL CORRELATES OF RORSCHACH BODY IMAGE 
PRODUCTIONS! 


A. D, DAVIS? 
University of Texas 


ECENT investigations have given rise to the 
R contention that some aspect of personality 
organization reflected in Rorschach percepts is in- 
volved in the selection of psychosomatic symptoma- 
tology (Cleveland & Fisher, 1954; Fisher & Cleve- 
land, 1955, 1956, 1957). This personality variable is 


1 This article is based on a dissertation submitted to 
the faculty of the department of psychology of the Uni- 
versity of Texas in partial fulfillment of the require- 
ments for the PhD degree. The author is indebted to 
Philip Worche], Seymour Fisher, and Sidney E. Cleve- 
land for their support, aid, and supervision in this 
study. 

2 Now at the Department of Psychology, Western 
State Hospital, Ft. Steilacoom, Washington. 


concerned with the individual’s perception of his 
body exterior as having (or lacking) protective 
characteristics. The relative strength of this “body- 
image perception,” according to Fisher and Cleve- 
land (1957), can be quantified as a “barrier score” 
by an appropriate scoring procedure. This barrier 
score has been related to the projective perform- 
ance of clinical groups manifesting specific psycho- 
somatic symptom complexes, and it has been 
argued that these bodily perceptions predispose 
normal individuals to symptoms at either an 
“interior” or “exterior” bodily site through 
heightened physiological response tendencies 
(Fisher & Cleveland, 1955, 1957). 

This formulation suggests that the greater 


